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R
equiem for ADAM was composed in memory of Adam Harrington, son of

David and Regan Harrington of Kronos. I knew Adam sincp he was a small

child—his birthday was the same as my son Gyan’s and we would some-

times celebrate together. I was with him the day before his sudden death at the age

of sixteen, and this tragedy moved me to want to resolve the sadness I shared with

his family in a string quartet memorial.

The first movement, “Ascending the Heaven Ladder,” is based on a rising

sequential four-note motive that undergoes reharmonization as it moves upwards

in its patterned groupings. Then there is a series of variations on this process, all

based on the four-note motive in ascension. Succeeding scherzo-like fugal passages

break in suddenly but then incorporate the ascending pattern as well. The end of

the movement places all the strings up on harmonics or in high positions when a

gentle 5/4 dance in musique planante style enters. It continues until the four-note

theme re-enters, this time with swirling waltz-like patterns combining above it. The

movement ends with all instruments playing the four-note pattern in upper-regis-

ter harmonics.

The second movement, “Cortejo Funebre en el Monte Diablo,” alludes to the actual

spot where Adam left his physical form on Easter Sunday, on the mountaintop of Mt.

Diablo, California, which has one of the most expansive vistas in the world. In this

movement the Quartet is joined by a powerful electronic music soundtrack of horns,

bells, electronic percussion and gongs, which helps to establish the feeling of a pro-

cession slowly moving on a ridge atop the mountain. This is funeral music more in

the tradition of New Orleans Dixieland than Beethoven, with an offbeat Dies Irae

theme in canonic variation to accompany the quirky horns found on the soundtrack.



The third movement, “Requiem for Adam,” is set in the form of A-B-C-A-B-coda.

It starts with an ethereal set of polyrhythmic pulses and sliding descending minor

thirds, which eventually gives way to a lively and funky blues dance in 7/8 time.

This movement builds to somewhat of a frenzy, relinquishing its energies to a

solemn funeral march with lush double stops in the quartet interspersed with

graceful lines at cadences. The pulsing first section reappears and again gives way

to the 7/8 dance. The coda once more finds all the strings in extreme upper-register

harmonics. The coda is based on the descending two-note motive found in the open-

ing, which represents the two syllables of Adam’s name.

I often think of Adam climbing his mountain for the last time. At sixteen years

of age, Adam had music raging within him—the pulsations of a young life with its

longings for freedom, to see as far as one can see, from the top. And when reaching

the top, the music suddenly ends.... But it doesn't really end, for as anyone who has

experienced the full rush of radiant sound knows, when it ends there is a marvelous

aura of un-sounded sound floating in the afterimage, disembodied, carrying the

spiribbut not the gravity.

During the week we were at Skywalker Ranch recording Requiem for Adam, it was

suggested that I record some solo pieces on the magnificent Bliithner grand piano

that was in the studio. So at the end of each day after Kronos had finished, I sat

down to improvise and play some of my compositions with just a few members of

Kronos and their'producer, Judy Sherman, listening in the control booth. On the last

day, David Harrington joined me in the studio, sitting cross-legged on the floor next

to the piano. I played several pieces with him sitting there quietly. At last, he said to

me, "Terry, if you had four or five minutes to play something thinkipg of Pandit Pran

Nath, I am wondering how it would sound." I was immediately reminded of an inci-

dent five years earlier: just before Pandit Pran Nath’s passing in 1996, a recording

was made of me on an old, smoky-sounding upright piano, accompanying Pran Nath-

ji singing Raga Darbari Kanada at the Fairfax Mosque in Marin county, California.

The title of The Philosopher’s Hand was suggested to me when I recalled that

Pandit Pran Nath had come to David at Adam’s memorial service and taken his

hand. David said that it was the softest hand he had ever held.

—Terry Riley

Adam Harrington died while walking with his family on Mt. Biahlo on April IB, 1335,

when a blood clot in his coronary artery caused his heart to fail.



I

N THE mid-1960s the eyes of the Western world turned to San Francisco. There,

amidst the heady days of psychedelia and flower power, a new counter-culture

was springing into existence, bringing changes in lifestyle and cultural values

both immediate and long-lasting. While bands like Jefferson Airplane and the

Grateful Dead were changing the face of popular music, another musical revolution,

no less transforming in its impact, was being brought about by a soft-spoken man

in his late twenties named Terry Riley.

With his In C, premiered at the San Francisco Tape Music Center in November

1964, Riley had single-handedly invented the whole genre of repetitive minimalism,

creating a new musical language that would be developed further in the works of

his East-Coast colleagues Steve Reich and Philip Glass. With its raucous energy,

clear tonal center and infectious metric pulse. In C unassumingly crossed the musi-

cal barriers between jazz, experimentalism and psychedelic rock. In subsequent

works such as Poppy Nogood and the Phantom Band (1967) andA Rainbow in Curved

Air (1968), Riley combined the short repeating patterns that were the basis of his

musical idiom with improvisation: these works, performed solo by Riley himself on

electric keyboards, soprano saxophone and tape delay system, remain as classics of

their era and still sound fresh today.

It was mainly as a solo performer that Riley developed his music throughout the

1970s. By the end of that decade he was teaching composition, improvisation and

North Indian music at Mills College in Oakland, California. There he encountered

four young people who would help him extend the range and diversity of his compo-

sitional activity in the years ahead. They were a string quartet, but in their casual

dress and informal manner they looked more likely to be lugging guitars and



Marshall amps to their gigs rather than violins, viola and cello. They named them-

selves after Chronos, the Greek god of time but, says violinist David Harrington, “I

thought the spelling needed to be more dramatic.”

In the fall of 1978 the Kronos Quartet was just beginning a two-year residency at

Mills. They were devoted to contemporary music, and were on the lookout for new

repertoire. ‘‘It seemed to me there was a certain sort of person who would write quar-

tet music,” says Harrington. ‘‘I was interested in a different approach.” Walking

around the corridors of the college, violist Hank Dutt recalls seeing a beatific-look-

ing man in sandals with a radiant expression on his face. ‘‘For us,” adds violinist

John Sherba, ‘‘Terry was one of the major figures at Mills."

‘‘For a year David would come up to me in the hall and say, ‘I hear string quar-

tets in your music,”’ Riley recalls. At that point nothing seemed less likely than his

writing for this most traditional medium, apparently centuries removed from the

electric keyboards and tape-delay systems of his earlier music. But when Margaret

Lyon, chair of the Mills music department, gave him a cassette of Kronos, Riley was

captivated: ‘‘I was just so excited by their sound,” he recalls, ‘‘by the electricity in

their playing, and when I finally got to spend time with them. I was blown away by

their enthusiasm for trying something new.”

That Riley's quartets exist at all is due in no small measure to Harrington's per-

sistence. Initially Riley was intrigued by the idea of writing for Kronos, but felt so

far away from the world of notated music that he hesitated. ‘‘I would write letters or

call him up, really to try to boost his confidence,” says Harrington. The five musi-

cians met, sometimes in a studio at Mills and sometimes at Riley’s ranch in the

Tahoe forest, and almost immediately a working relationship developed that.

Harrington states, ‘‘has permanently influenced the whole way we think about

putting together a new piece.” ‘‘Terry shaped how Kronos shaped the music we

played,” adds Joan Jeanrenaud, Kronos’ cellist from 1978 to 1998. ‘‘The whole rela-

tionship with Terry was right for us at that time. He was so generous and encourag-

ing.... He opened my mind to the fact that there was more to music than I knew. And

it was such fun. I just tried to absorb whatever I could.”

The first works Riley produced for Kronos were partly elaborated from music

already in existence: G-Song (1980) grew from his 1973 score for the film Le Secret de

la Vie, and in Mythic Birds Waltz (1983) Riley developed material originally con-

ceived for keyboard and sitar. In the early rehearsals Riley presented the players

with short melodic ideas, fragmentary notations devoid of all the usual “expressive”

playing indications. “I thought they could just improvise off modular patterns,”

Riley remarks, in the way he himself would in creating longer solo works, “but they

wanted something more set.” The working process then became, as Duthexplains,

one of “assembling” the music from the short fragments provided by Riley. (Kronos

even literally assembled, with scissors and glue, their own parts for these composi-

tions: these early notations have great sentimental value for the players, and

Harrington still prefers today to play off the “relic” score of Sunrise of the Planetary

Dream Collector he cut up and pasted together twenty years ago.) “I loved the pat-

terns Terry wrote for us, and found myself playing them over and over,” recalls

Sherba. “But it was while we were improvising with Terry that I began to listen to

the other parts differently, and realized that it was also important to know when not

to play.”

Harrington has said that working with Riley totally transformed Kronos’ sound.



Riley had been immersed throughout the 1970s in the study of the North Indian

raga tradition, becoming a student of the celebrated vocalist Pandit Pran Nath. His

knowledge of Indian vocal qualities, combined with his sensitivity to the close con-

nection between the voice and bowed string instruments, inspired Kronos to recon-

sider their conditioned attitudes to such basic performance issues as tuning, phras-

ing, vibrato and the use of the bow. "I can still remember so clearly one of our early

rehearsals,” Harrington recalls. “There was a magical moment when the bow, rather

than vibrato, became the major expresser of color.... I felt the whole intent of our

sound change.” Dutt adds: “Working with Terry made us rethink how to phrase.... He

encouraged us to strive for just intonation to make the chords ring, and he focused

our attention on bow expression, which is such a great resource for a string player,”

“He wanted a glow to the sound,” says Sherba. “Pitch for him was an expressive

quality.... I had to change how I thought about the whole fingerboard.”

Beyond specific musical techniques, all the players agree it was the entire expe-

rience of working with Riley that has been an enduring legacy for Kronos. "Terry

seemed to know more about music than anyone I'd ever met,” says Harrington. “And

he's a wonderful teacher. You come away filled with the larger sense of music that

he embodies. He really inspires you to believe you can do better than you did last

time.” Kronos joins with the many musicians throughout the world who have

responded to the radiance of Riley's personality, to the sense, in Kronos cellist

Jennifer Culp's words, of a man “at ease with himself.... What you feel in working

with Terry is his inner calm.”

In retrospect, Riley's work with Kronos can be seen as one of the turning points

in his compositional career. He is keen to stress that the learning process has been

a reciprocal one, crediting Kronos with teaching him a great deal about string play-

ing and about part writing in ensemble music. Kronos inspire4 Riley to move

beyond the minimalism of the 1960s and '70s towards what can be called the “maxi-

malism” of works such as Cadenza on the Night Plain, Salome Dances for Peace and

Requiem for Adam. These works are open, the composer says, to “all kinds of music

that I love,” to resonances of other musical traditions and historical eras unthink-

able within the austerity of Riley’s earlier minimalist idiom. “I don't like to feel lim-

ited by a particular style,” he explains. “I try to deeply assimilate all the music I'm

drawn to, to synthesize it within myself." The collaboration is symptomatic of the

enormously fruitful and transforming role Kronos has played in the later history of

minimalism (or what might almost be called the transitions of “minimalists” such

as Riley, Reich and Glass toward their later maximalist languages).

Riley's early quartets, with their “rhapsodic structure and eclectic allusiveness”

(in the words of musicologist Edward Strickland), still retain the spirit of their spon-

taneously composed origins. (For the players the paradox, pointed out by Culp, is

that “you have to get what has ended up being notated music to a place where it

sounds almost improvised.”) His recent works for the quartet have been written in a

more through-composed manner, but details are still evolved in discussion and

rehearsal with Kronos. Salome Dances for Peace (1985-86), at one hundred and eigh-

teen minutes the longest work he has composed for them, is an epic story in which

the legendary seductress from King Herod's court is summoned back to Earth two

thousand years later to recapture peace from the dark forces who have stolen it

away. “You know, Salome had a bad reputation,” remarks Dutt. “I think Terry wanted

to absolve her in a sense.” Riley has said that he wanted to make a major work for



Kronos that would at the same time be an expression of his ideal of the peaceful

union of humanity. He even entertains what he admits are idealistic hopes of the

work being played at the United Nations on special holidays. (“We haven’t been

invited yet, but at least we’ll have the right piece to play if we ever are,’’ quips

Harrington.) Riley’s strongly felt artistic imperative of having his music be a “con-

tribution towards peace” is manifested further in The Sands (1991), a concerto for

string quartet and orchestra, begun on the eve of the Gulf War.

Riley has often spoken of Kronos as a “family,” one to which he feels close per-

sonal as well as musical connections. Nowhere is this relationship more heartfelt

than in Requiem forAdam (1998), the last of the Three Requiem Quartets that he has

written in recent years to commemorate the deaths of people close to the members

of Kronos. (The first two works are Mario in Cielo and Lacrymosa [Rememherinq

Kevin]', and although not part of the series, a similarly commemorative spirit lies

behind The Philosopher's Hand, composed spontaneously in memory of Riley’s

teacher Pandit Pran Nath.) Requiem for Adam is, in Riley’s words, a “deeply person-

al” statement, a way of coming to terms with loss, “a step in coping with grief.” It

was composed in memory of Adam Harrington, son of David and Regan Harrington.

“Someone told me,” Riley has said, “that when you lose a person close to you, the

best thing is to put something in that person’s place, to make an affirmation that

life goes on.” The pain and shock of unexpected loss were still present in the com-

poser when he conceived the work, and for that reason it was, he says, “very diffi-

cult to get started” on the music. And yet however tragic its motivation. Requiem for

Adam is a work of beauty and vitality that stands as a moving tribute to a bright

and energetic sixteen-year-old boy. The music ranges from the gutsy but rigorous

fugal passages in the first movement through the nervous energy of the second

(“Someone commented that ‘Cortejo Funebre’ sounds like a kid had suddenly

brought a boombox into the concert hall,” says Harrington. “I thought, that’s per-

fect; Adam would have liked that.”), to the ethereal mood at the end, with the floating

cello solo set against a falling two-note figure in high harmonics. Dutt has said that

while some of the musical imagery in the work is “heartbreaking, ...its integrity as

music transcends its starting point, and hopefully people will recognize the incred-

ible string quartet writing in it, regardless of the initial inspiration. Truth to tell,

though, it is always difficult for us to separate the two.”

The first concert performance of the completed Requiem for Adam at the

Concertgebouw in Amsterdam on June 28, 1999, was an event that the players of

Kronos will never forget. Culp recalls the “beauty and solemnness of the occasion,”

and the sense of the music being a balm for the most unbearable human sadness.

Harrington has said that he “would give anything for this piece not to have to

exist;” yet, he adds, “there is something so warm, so consoling, about Terry’s

music.... My family and I have felt uplifted.”

The collaboration of Terry Riley with the Kronos Quartet is a relationship that

continues to grow. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, twenty-three years

after their initial encounter, the ears of the Western world are still tuned in to the

new sounds from San Francisco.

—Bob Gilmore
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